Abstract Body
Purpose / Objective / Research Question / Focus of Study: this study aims to determine whether educational accountability promotes educational triage. This study exploits a natural experiment in North Carolina in which standards increased first in math in 2006 and second in reading in 2008 to determine whether an increase in educational standards caused an increase in educational triage at the expense of low and high achievers and to the benefit of students near grade level. We hypothesize that changing the rigor of state academic standards will have heterogeneous effects on student achievement. Triage theory predicts that under a status based system such as NCLB, students near grade level in schools that fail AYP will have larger increases than students well below or well above grade level. We hypothesize that the disparities between average achievers and low achievers and average achievers and high achievers will widen when the standards for defining grade level increase. In other words, triage will become worse when the tests become more difficult and the proficiency cut score increases.
Setting:
We conduct our study on the universe of North Carolina public schools. North Carolina had relatively low academic standards until the mid to late 2000s. In response to the wide disparity between state and NAEP test score results, policymakers increased standards first in math in 2006 and second in reading in 2008. Figure 1 shows the effect raising standards had on the percent of students at or above grade level in both subjects. In the year prior to the change in standards, 89% of students were proficient in math and 88% were proficient in reading. In the year subsequent to the change in standards, percent proficient in math and reading fell to 64 and 59, respectively. Population / Participants / Subjects: The study uses student-level micro data to examine the effect of accountability pressure on educational triage for all public school students enrolled in 3rd through 8th grade between 2004 and 2009. The unit of analysis is a student level outcome nested within a school level treatment moderated by change in state standards and student position in the prior year's test score distribution. The full analysis sample size is about 1.9 million student-year observations nested within 7,200 school-year observations (about 500,000 unique students and 1,800 unique schools). The sample is 57% white, 29% black, 7.6% Hispanic, 14% academically gifted, 13% with special education needs, 46% eligible for free or reduced priced lunch.
Intervention / Program / Practice: The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) mandates school-level accountability and public reporting of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). If any one of the nine federally identified subgroups (such as black, Hispanic, poor, or special needs students) fails performance targets, a school fails AYP. A school failing AYP for two consecutive years is deemed "in need of improvement" (INI). High poverty INI schools which receive federal funds (Title I schools) face an escalating set of sanctions, including offering students public school choice, tutoring, and the remote possibility of takeover or reconstitution as a charter school. Non-Title I schools face only public reporting of AYP status. Table 1 shows that North Carolina had large numbers of schools and students in treatment and control categories in both the pre and post period: 1,000-1,200 schools (400,000-500,000 students) failed AYP, 600-800 schools (170,000-210,000 students) met AYP. With a difference-in-difference-in-difference (DDD) model we examine whether the effect of this treatment on student math and reading test scores varies in two periods (lower and higher academic standards) and across three levels of student prior achievement (well below, near, and well above grade level).
Research Design:
We use a non-experimental research design in which estimates are produced from a DDD panel data model. We examine how the effect of school-based accountability pressure is moderated by plausibly exogenous changes in academic standards and student position in the prior test score distribution. We include school fixed effects in our model to remove between-school confounding that could arise from differential sorting of students into schools based on unobservables and unobservable fixed characteristics of schools such as the ability of a school to attract high quality teachers.
Data Collection and Analysis:
The study uses administrative records from the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. The dependent variables are standardized math and reading end of grade test scores. North Carolina is a particularly appropriate state for this analysis because its tests are vertically equated, interval scaled, and directly linked to a statewide curriculum, have been in place since the early 1990s, and are the outcome for which schools are held accountable under NCLB. We standardize scores by grade level, subject, and year to facilitate interpretation of the magnitude of coefficients and to account for the fact that the math test was rescaled in 2006 and the reading test was rescaled in 2008.
We use a DDD model which tests whether triage favoring students in the middle of the test score distribution--and at the expense of students well below and well above grade level--becomes more pronounced after grade level proficiency standards increase:
(1) where A, a continuous standardized achievement score 1 for student i in school s at time t is regressed on T, a school-level, time-varying, accountability threat 1-0 indicator variable, coded 1 if student i's school failed the AYP in the prior year; Post, a 1-0 indicator variable coded 1 if the student test score is from a year after an increase in academic standards for a particular subject; M1, a 1-0 indicator variable coded 1 if student i is at least 0.5 SD below grade level in the prior year; M2, a 1-0 indicator variable coded 1 if student i is at least 0.5 SD above grade level; , a vector of school fixed effects; and 2 a vector of student characteristics. Because North Carolina went from relatively low to higher academic standards, we hypothesize that accountability threats would increase test scores for students near grade level more in the post period than in the pre-period. Therefore, should be positive. Furthermore, we expect that the increase in academic standards would increase the accountability-induced gaps between students near grade level and those well below and well above grade level. Therefore, we hypothesize that and .
Estimating equation 1 without school fixed effects will produce consistent parameter estimates under two conditions: 1) no time-varying confounders of the outcome, and 2) no timeinvariant between-school confounding. The difference-in-difference estimation approach reduces, but does not eliminate, between-school confounding. We include school fixed effects to remove between-school heterogeneity that would otherwise bias the accountability effect. This approach estimates the effect of accountability pressure on successive cohorts of students in the same school. The specification shown in equation 1 uses only within-school variation across cohorts to produce estimates of accountability pressure. Therefore, those schools consistently failing or consistently attaining performance targets contribute nothing to the accountability pressure estimates. While this approach ignores the performance of schools with static treatment statuses, we view comparing the performance of cohorts exposed to accountability pressure to cohorts not exposed to such pressure who attended the same school at different points in time as more valid than comparing the performance of students in different schools. Time-varying school-level confounders that differ in the pre and post periods remain threats to the validity of our findings. Including school fixed effects buys us some, but not complete, protection from all possible sources confounding. Figure 2 displays the primary parameters of interest from the school fixed effects DDD regressions shown in columns 2 and 4 of Table 2 . Consistent with the triage hypothesis, the figure shows positive effects for students at the margin of grade level (.216 SD in math and .068 SD in reading) and negative differential effects for students well below and well above grade level, with disparities larger in math than in reading. In math there is strong evidence that the increase in academic standards benefitted students near grade level more than low or high achieving students. In reading, the evidence is somewhat weaker, but it is clear that high achieving students benefitted less than students near or below grade level. In the complete version of this paper we plan to examine whether these effects vary by the number below-gradelevel students a school serves. In addition, we plan to present predicted values for low, average, and high achievers in both the pre and post period to more clearly assess the differential effects of increasing standards.
Findings / Results:

Conclusions:
As states move to increase academic rigor by adopting the Common Core Standards while also implementing changes in accountability policy, it is critical for education research on educational accountability from the NCLB era to inform policy design. Research has clearly shown small, but measurable, benefits from school-based accountability pressure. Research on the heterogeneity of school-based accountability pressure on students at different points in the prior achievement distribution is mixed, but has overlooked the role the rigor of academic standards may play in promoting or reducing the potential for educational triage. Our view is that school-based accountability based on test score level (instead of growth) is a necessary, but not sufficient cause of triage. In low standards states, the risk of triage harming low achieving students may be particularly low. As we have shown, however, raising academic standards can promote triage, especially in math. These findings suggest that states may want to take a gradual approach to increasing academic standards, which may be particularly important as the unit of accountability moves from the school to the individual teacher. 
